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Abstract 

This paper seeks to harness new internet technologies and propose a way of using social media to 
address global challenges. It critically looks at the use of social media by Not For Profits (NPOs) in 
the past five years, highlight and discussing clear examples covering three key areas: advocacy, action 
and fundraising.  

This papers seeks to convey the power of social media if used effectively by NPOS, whilst also 
addressing the criticisms that are made about social media use in this sector. A criticism that is 
particularly addressed in this paper is the lack of collaboration between NPOS about their advocacy 
campaigns, action points and fundraising appeals. 

The paper proposes a global solution to use the full potential of this technology and ensure 
collaboration between not for profits. Through launching the website, Moja, an online community 
connecting individuals with NPOs and movements, individuals and NPOs are empowered and 
engaged with the fight to solve a host of global challenges.  

 

Introduction: Fusing Not for Profit Organisations with Social Media 

“How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment before starting 
to change the world” - Anne Frank 

 

Today in an age of instant communication and ever-evolving technology, never before has Anne 
Frank’s statement about influencing the world been more meaningful. The rise in the use of internet 
and social media in the past few years has allowed an element of instantaneity to creep into our lives. 
We can instantly update our statuses about what we’re doing, what the weather’s like or what food 
we’re having for dinner, yet if used to better effect, we can now instantly start changing the world. 
Thanks to social media, nobody needs to wait a moment before advocating against violent regimes, 
fundraising for famines on the opposite side of the globe or hearing about a march against war in a 
local city. Social media has rapidly changed the way we relate to one another, but more so with the 
way we relate to the rest of the world. Never before has the interchange of information between cities, 
countries and continents been so fast and never before have we had unparalleled opportunities and 
responsibility to help people in different time zones and continents. This paper seeks to explore the 
use of social media by Not for Profits (NPOs) around the world, in an effort to highlight the usefulness 
of social media in three key areas: advocacy, action and fundraising.  

Within this research, however, lies a gap which this paper seeks to address – there is currently no 
central site for the public to keep up to date with the advocacy campaigns, action points or fundraising 
drives of all NPOs. In lieu of this issue, I have proposed a central site, specific to cities in various 
countries which provides a place for NPOs to advertise all their relevant news and campaigns. The 



site, called ‘Moja’ will also provide an avenue for NPOs to share information, events and ideas and 
hopefully co-collaborate on similar initiatives.  This proposal will be further explored and explained 
later in this paper. 

Defining Social Media in the 21st Century 

In contemporary society, Social Media is defined as digital tools used to connect people, allowing 
them to interact with one another. It takes on many forms: blogs, wikis, podcasts, videos, instant 
messaging, picture sharing, social networking and micro blogging. The key to social media is that it is 
easily accessible, instant and responsive. Social media is also significant because it transforms 
consumers into producers, and individuals are having a large influence in what they take in, and what 
they put out in response.  

In a recent study, social media was defined as: 

“Being built on three key elements: content, communities and Web 2.0 
technologies. It refers to the interaction of people and also to creating, 
sharing, exchanging and commenting content in virtual communities and 
networks” (Ahlqvist, Back, Halonen, Heinonen, 2008) 

                    

 

 

This element of ‘community’ is an aspect of social media which is particularly useful to NPOs. Online 
communities can create support, raise awareness and raise funds for a variety of issues. The very 
nature of social media – which sees a rapid chain reaction between an individual’s actions to quickly 
becoming a movement - is a key reason why this technology can be powerfully harnessed to change 
the world.  

 

It is also useful to understand social media from a user’s perspective. Why is social media so popular? 
Why are Facebook and Youtube among the most visited websites each day? Studies have shown that 
personal recognition is a large contributor in the popular of this technological phenomenon, and this 
recognition is often gained from being a part of an online community. One study developed ‘The 
Digitial Hand’: 

“The core themes behind the phenomenon of social media are presented in 
the ‘digital hand’ in which each finger represents a core theme and the palm 
of the hand represents the capacity resulting from five fingers” (Heinonen 
and Halonen, 2007) 
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Figure	  1:	  The	  Social	  Media	  Triangle	  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst each element of identity, recognition, trust, belonging and creativity are all integral to the social 
media experience, ultimately these attributes lead to empowerment – the real capacity of this 
technology.  

As social media empowers individuals, they are inspired to `empower others, eventually creating 
communities, and in the context of NPOs, creating movements.  

Understanding social media on this deeper level has led to successful utilisation of this technology for 
the benefits of NPOs. This background will also prove beneficial to the later proposal of ‘Moja’ – a 
website seeking to empower one individual to become one movement.  

Advocacy 

A key attribute of most NPOs is advocacy. This is the avenue of spreading the awareness of an issue 
amongst the masses and rallying support for causes. Advocacy is often something that can be started 
by an individual yet leads to a large-scale movement. Effective advocacy then often leads to taken 
action and raising funds (covered later).  In the past decades, advocacy often took the form of posted 
letters to NPO supporters about varying issues, urging supporters to garner the support of their friends. 
It also could include street protests or paper petitions. Social media, however, has rapidly transformed 
the advocacy channels of NPOs. Advocacy can be instant, sent on a mass scale and is easily passed on 
to others. Twitter, for example, allows information to be transmitted rapidly and then ‘re-Tweeted’ by 
followers – meaning a tweet can be seen originally by a few people, and ultimately passed on to a 
Twitter user-base of 26 million, in all corners of the globe. These advances in technology have 
transformed NPO advocacy into chain reactions that have transcended on a global scale. In regards to 
NPO advocacy, it can be defined as: 

“Any attempt to influence the decisions of an institutional elite on behalf of a 
collective interest” (Jenkins, 1987) 

The collective interest noted by Jenkins is now a lot easier to harness thanks to social media. NPOs, if 
social media is used effectively, have the power to bring together thousands to millions of people, 
united for one cause. This year, Micah Challenge, an Australian Christian not for profit aimed at 
raising awareness about the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the fight to achieve them, 
presented the Australian government with a petition of over 100,000 signatures of Australian citizens, 

Figure	  2:	  Hand	  as	  a	  metaphor	  of	  digital	  society	  



calling on the government to increase their foreign aid budget and priorities on the MDGs. The 
signature campaign was run entirely online – through the Micah Challenge website, Facebook and 
Twitter account. This campaign was so effective because it was simple – it require one click, entering 
your name and area code and submission. Yet the campaign caused a chain reaction because it 
empowered individuals to act as an important part of a wider movement against poverty. The speed of 
social media allowed individuals to feel like they had made a difference in under a minute, also 
creating a sense of identity, belonging and recognition within the movement, as the aforementioned 
digital hand suggests.  

The Green Revolution 

Another contemporary example of the power of social media for advocacy can be seen through the 
recent Iran elections. The election, occurring in 2009, saw Twitter utilized in a unique way that hadn’t 
been seen before. After allegations that running President, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had unfairly 
counted voted, Iranian flocked to Twitter to protest their anger of the undemocratic processes of their 
country, and soon a ‘Green Revolution’ overtook Twitter and users worldwide coloured their profile 
pictures green in support of democracy and the independent candidate, Mir-Hossein Mousavi. Amidst 
the allegations and protests, Iran was flooded with horrific levels of violence. Twitter was used in this 
instance to update the world about the situation, given all other mediums of communication were cut 
off. Quickly, individual Iranians had empowered Twitter users world wide to stand up and advocate 
for the democratic rights and freedom from violence of all Iranians. The explosion of protest on 
Twitter displayed advocacy exactly how Jenkins defines it – attempts to influence the decisions of a 
institutional elite (Ahmadinejad) on behalf of the collective interest (Iranian and worldwide Twitter 
users). This revolution on Twitter has set precedence for similar acts occurring around the world, and 
many studies exploring the effectiveness of social media within this situation have been conducted. A 
study published in Time Magazine says: 

“Why would the citizens of a Middle Eastern nation in political 
convulsions turn to Twitter? It's free, highly mobile and very quick. It's 
easy for the average person to use and hard for any central authority to 
control. And it's loud: tweets are public and readable on many different 
devices.” (Lev Grossman, 2009) 

Other comments, found in PC Magazine, again highlighted the accessibility of social media, 
particularly when it is harnessed in combination with mobile technology: 

“One major key here is the combination of Internet tools and mobile 
phones. Mobile Internet means that people can communicate while actually 
out on the street--it pulls democracy out from behind closed doors. And 
mobile services like Twitter have many points of access, so they're hard to 
block.” (Sascha Segan, 2009) 

The effectiveness of advocacy through Twitter is something that will be harnessed within my ‘Moja’ 
proposal that will be discussed later. 

Globally Thinking - Blogging 

An alternative path for advocacy lies in blogging – an opportunity for individuals to reflect, respond, 
outreach, inspire and more importantly advocate. Blogging, like tweeting, is started by an individual 
yet can transcend the masses. As an example of an advocacy blog, my personal blog ‘Globally 
Thinking’ has sought to challenge ideas, advocate for issues and causes and provide solutions and 
action points for my readers. What has started out of a personal interest project for myself has become 
a popular blog that reaches the masses through effective marketing. Each blog that is written is 
publicised through my Twitter and Facebook accounts, and I occasionally target my statuses at 



particular organisations that feature in my blogs. World Vision Australia, the largest not for profit in 
my country, is one such organisation that has noticed my blog and regularly ‘retweets’ my udpates 
about blogs – sending a chain reaction of a few hundred people hearing about my blogs, to thousands 
of people. Social media has also allowed my blog to be noticed by the United Nations World Food 
Programme, with whom I became ‘Blogger of the Week’ with in July 2010, and Oxfam, another 
Australian NPO who featured a blog I wrote about Ghana on their website. Blogging is effective 
because it allows for both individual responsibility over a cause, yet has the potential to share this 
cause with people around the world.  

The success of Globally Thinking has led receiving requests to write for people in The United States, 
Canada, Malaysia, Thailand and Dubai.  

In a similar way, blogging can also be effective for NPOs because they are a key medium for sharing 
an agenda and ensuring transparency:  

“Opinion is our lifeblood and the blog is the latest most immediate and 
cost- effective medium through which [NPOs] can engage the public and 
promote its agenda. 
 
 No other medium provides this constant and easy opportunity to maintain 
transparency 24/7, which should be a key aim for all charities. 
 
 Being highly accessible, blogs are inclusive and provide an immediate 
forum for discussion. It would be irresponsible not to take advantage of 
this.” (Adam Sampson, 2008) 

A key element of blogging, as outlined by Sampson is creating a forum for discussion. Forums are 
effective for creating conversations and communities and starting the ripple effect of reaction. Again, I 
hope to use this element of blogging and forums for both individuals and NPOs on the website 
‘Moja’.  

Action 

Another key area for NPOs and their engagement with social media is action. The use of blogs 
Twitter, Facebook and other social media sites have allowed action points to become much more 
accessible and quick. Individuals can now sign petitions online, send letters to their governments, 
purchase Fair Trade goods or demand certain companies review their ethical consumerism guidelines. 
This is effective because it matches the needs of consumers today – rapid and easy actions, whether it 
be in a shopping transaction or when signing a petition online.  

Social media also increases the effectiveness of action points because online actions are often tangible. 
Supporters want to see immediate results of their action. They want to receive recognition, and 
identify with the cause. They want to feel empowered by the actions they’ve made. This again, relates 
to the digital hand as discussed before, again, a great tool for assessing the effectiveness of social 
media by NPOs. 

Call + Reponse 

A great example of a movement utilising social media to allow supports to ‘act’ is the Call + Response 
movement from the United States. Utilising a film to advocate about the issues of sex trafficking and 
child labour, popular musicians discuss the impacts of Western consumerism and call on supporters to 
act NOW. Actions include writing letters to various companies to review their corporate ethical 
consumerism values and stop child labour occurring within their production lines. The movement also 
features a popular iPhone app, allowing users to send the company email from the iPhones, or take 



photos of themselves with a particular branded item and send this to the company too. There’s also a 
range of news articles, videos and music clips that supporters are encouraged to update on their 
Twitters and Facebook to start a chain reaction amongst friends. Social media has been used 
effectively in this instant because content is easily accessibly and give individuals ownership and 
responsibility to act on the cause. The entire movement is also effective because it combines advocacy 
with action – it not only shares a message yet presents a solution, giving supporters a reason to get 
behind the movement.  

Using social media to present clear action points is another feature I hope to include in the website, 
Moja as I believe it is one of the greatest ways that today’s technologies can be mobilised. 

Fundraising 

Fundraising has become increasingly difficult for NPOS in the past few years, largely due to the 
Global Financial Crisis and the way it shook our economic climate, and also due to the magnitude of 
NPOs that exist and request funds throughout the year!  

Whilst research has shown that traditional sponsorship through cheque or mail still raises more money, 
with online fundraising usually accumulating between 5-20% of money received, this method is 
quickly on the rise and has proved very popular and accessible for Generation X and Y. Online giving 
is quick, easy and provides stable finances if direct monthly debits are registered. Other online giving 
sites such as Kiva and Givology have also grown in popularity as they allow individuals to allocate 
funds to projects of their choosing, and also allow them to opt how much money they contribute as 
well.  

Red Cross Haiti Appeal 

The American Red Cross’ Appeal for Haiti this year proved to be an effective use of social media. 
American’s could donate $10 to the appeal by texting a number. The amount was charged to their 
monthly bills, though an agreement was made with telephone companies to have the money sent 
straight to Haiti before bills were paid. This sms campaign was also powerful because it was widely 
advertised on Twitter. The appeal raised over US$32 million via sms alone.  

“Our experience with the text program in Haiti is really beginning to 
transform how we raise funds and how we respond to disasters” (Peggy 
Dyer, 2010) 

Again, this appeal and social media strategy was effective because it harnessed the needs of American 
citizens – fast, easy and accessible support. It also gave donors a sense of recognition and a sense of 
having a part to play in the Haiti relief efforts. By encouraging friends to send the sms, Americans also 
became part of a much wider donor community. 

"You have technology expanding the opportunity for giving, and a broader 
population base taking advantage of that, this is how people who 
predominately use these new mediums prefer to do business." (Jonathan 
Aiken, 2010) 

This simple yet effective use of mobile technology and social media is something I also wish to 
feature on the Moja website.  

Criticisms 

With every positive aspect of this new technology also comes a fair share of criticism that should be 
highlighted. One frequent issue is the lack of collaboration between NPOs in regards to their advocacy 



drives, action points and fundraising appeals. Often, a lot of work overlaps and could be much better 
achieved or prove more effective if resources were pooled and collaboration occurred between NPOs – 
thus I see there is a great need and huge potential for a central website like Moja. 

Another common criticism is that social media makes activism too easy, and as a result, slacktivism is 
on the rise.  

“Slacktivism is the counter-intuitive idea that you can somehow change the 
world and topple its complacent political classes without even rising from 
your chair.” (The Times, 2005) 
 

Despite the belief that people have not completely changed in their actions in the mission of changing 
the world because of the quick accessibility of social media activism, their one action is often greatly 
important because it begins a ripple effect of change, which, when left in the hands of people that are 
particularly committed to the cause, become a key part of a larger movement to create change.  

 Moja  - The solution to fulfilling the potential of NPO collaboration and social media use 

The solution I present to harness the power of social media and potential of collaboration within the 
NPO sector is a centralized website, city specific, that includes up to date news, NPO twitter feeds, 
featured advocacy campaigns, weekly highlight NPO action points and weekly fundraising appeal for 
a specific NPO via sms. This website’s main aim would be to connect NPO’s not only with each other, 
but individuals in their wider communities.  

The website is called Moja, meaning ‘one’ in Swahili because the concept consists of one individual 
becoming part of one big movement by using the site. I hope to trial this site in Sydney, Australia 
before launching it in other countries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I have already been in contact with various NPOs in Sydney and in conversation with them about their 
willingness to collaborate with their sector. The response so far has been very positive, and I hope to 
launch the trial website in early 2011.  

Conclusion 

Through an analysis of three key areas within the not for profit sector, advocacy, action and 
fundraising, we have seen how powerful the effective use of social media can be. The examples 
outlined are merely a snapshot of the current innovative ways NPOs are using the latest technology to 
reach the masses. In recognising the gap in centralised information and collaboration, I believe my 
proposal of the website Moja successfully and innovatively creates a place for one individual to 
become part of one movement. I believe this website, if successfully launched has long term goals of 
sustainability, forming a community and empowering individuals to start changing the world they live 

The logo of MOJA – symbolising one 
individual becoming part of one movement 



in – the impact of advocacy and action take by NPOs is not always tangible in the developing world, 
but it is through speaking up that problems are solved, and thus Moja will effectively work to solve 
global challenge through key advocacy initiatives. 
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